
July 13, 1939 

Dr. Lloyd Berkner 
Assoctated Universities, inc. 
Suite 1730, Cot iseum Tower 
IO Columbus Circle 
New York 19, Kew York 

Dear Dr. Berkner: 

I am happy to acknowledge, as I al ready have to Dr. Bronk, the 
acceptance of my appointment to the Space Science Board. I do not 
lack for other responsibiiittes in my own university and laboratory 
work but am pleased to be able to make some contribution to this 
important mission. One of its challenges is the need to assimilate 
contributions from many different sciences and to communicate effsc- 
tivsly with the workers in them. 

I must assume that I was co-opted to represent the particular 
problems of planetary biology and the need to set up both constrv- 
ative standards and constructive operations in the bioiogical inver- 
tigation of the Moon and the planets. One of our most urgent needs 
is to establish a definite focus for scientific interest in this 
f ieid. During the past year and a half, this has grown in an encouraging 
fashion. As a di rsct consequence, however, we may face a frustrating 
dupi ication and confusion of effort which there may still be time to 
forf&nd. The BioAstronautlcs Cmittee, I am sure, will have discussed 
this problem with the Space Science Board and I would be most interested 
to learn of any conclusions. Given a certain amount of conunon sense, - 4 
there need be no serious waste In the concurrent interests of these 
groups . I have to say, however, that the responsibi 1 I ties’ of the ctk”” 
BioAstronautics Corranittee in relation to planetary biology have been 
a point of great confusion to me and some of my colleagues. The 
practical way that this can manifest itself is in making it difficult 
to sustain the interest and services of talented people who do not 
have the time to sit on several committees. 

Meanwhile, I have also heard from Burr SteInbach of the NRC 
Division of Biology in Medicine, that he has been charged to set 
up another committee on extraterrestrlai life. I think now that 
it would be unfortunate to see such a group dupi icate an effort 
that should already be strongly represented on the Space Science 
Board. Steinbach feels, and I certainly agree, that it is important 
to have an “advanced tht nkl ng group” which is uncommitted to military 
or other appl ications, but I would feel that this is precisely the 
function that should be the charge of the Space Science Board since, 
of course, operational responsibilities are vested in NASA and fn the 
Department of Defense. I hope that you and Keffer Hartilne will have 
a chance to discuss this problem with Dr. Steinbach at your early 
convenience. I would see no objection, and conceivably there may 
be some justification, to givlng the same group of people two des- 
ignat ions: one, to report to the NKC-NAS; the other as an element 
of the Space Science Board. 
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The corollary to this Is that a cormaittee be established in the 
Space Science Board which is qulte specifically devoted to the problems 
of extraterrestrial I ife. The kinds of problems we have to face have 
been more sharply dQl1neated now and a vague reference to “bfologtcal, 
social, and behavioral sciences” is no longer an adequate from of 
reference for such a coumnl ttee. There has beon much conf us ion in the 
minds of both the lay and the scientific public over the meaning of 
the express ion “space biology.” in fact, this means two very different 
things: the maintenance of man or other higher organisms in a space 
craft, and the investigation of independent evolutionary systems as 
may be represented on the planets. The technical backgrounds Involved 
in these two aspects are quite different. Of course, these two 
dlsclpilnes do meet at a number of points, for example, in the 
construction of sate11 its experiments. which seek on the one hand 
to investigate the effect of extraterrestrial environments on man 
and other terrestrial organisms or, al t-natively on evolutionaPy 
processes on the planets. Unless the Space Science Board does give 
offlciai cognltance to thls special area of interest -- and it has, 
of course, to a considerable extent by my own appointment to it -- 
there Is bound to be pressure for the establishment of still additional 
groups to consider these problems. I myself feel that the Space 
Science Board and the BtoAstronautics ConwIittee can between them 
more efficiently do this Job at the advisory level without a further 
muitipilcation of Independent colrarlttees. 

We had a good meeting here the other day on tactlcai proced&s 
for the decontamination of space probes. Dr. Derbyshire will doubttess 
be forwarding a more detailed report during the next week or two. 
Meanwhile, you might be interested to hear our conclusion that bhls 
problem can be licked without inordinate effort though a certain amount 
of additional research and developmental work Is needed. Fortunately, 
the Physical Defense Section of the Biologicai Warfare Laboratories 
at Fort Detrtck, Frederick, Maryland is superbly equiped both in 
experience and in facli ities for this type of work. We are submitting 
a strong recormaendation that this laboratory, under the direction of 
Dr. Charles Philiips, be given a contract for technical direction 
of decontamination prodedures. The most efficient method in the 
circumstances SIYII#S to be fumigation with ethylene oxide, a now 
widely used method of steriiization which was largely developed in 
those laboratories. For certain spot sttuatlons, for example 
hermetically seated containers which might tolerate the introduction 
of the ethylene oxide it may be necewary to use other methods, 
especiaily heat or radiation. It is ‘important, however, that there 
be a unified direction to the whole program and we could hardly find 
another laboratory better capable of undertaking the job. Dr. Phiilips 
has already indicatlid that his group would be willing to negotiate 
such a contract. I would Just like to add, pendlng Dr. Derbyshire’s 
report, my strong personal endorsement to this program. I might add 
that this was also the consIdered recomendation of the Westex group 
which has been reviewing this problem during the past six months. 

Yours 8 I ncerei y, 

Joshua Lederberg 
Professor of Genet lcs 


